Because exceptionally long life spans characterise the order Primates, it has been difficult for primatologists to contribute to the wider debate of life history variability, as organisms which reproduce more quickly provide larger sample sizes to test complex hypotheses regarding variability in life history traits. The book Primate Life Histories and Socioecology edited by P.M. Kappeler and M.E. Pereira fills an important gap in bringing the study of primate life histories to a broader biological audience as well as addressing key issues of long-standing interest to primatologists.
Because exceptionally long life spans characterise the order Primates, it has been difficult for primatologists to contribute to the wider debate of life history variability, as organisms which reproduce more quickly provide larger sample sizes to test complex hypotheses regarding variability in life history traits. The book Primate Life Histories and Socioecology edited by P.M. Kappeler and M.E. Pereira fills an important gap in bringing the study of primate life histories to a broader biological audience as well as addressing key issues of long-standing interest to primatologists.
The book opens with a discussion concerning challenges to traditional views regarding the relationships between brain size and life history traits. In particular, the importance of understanding the impact of phylogeny on life history relationships is discussed and forms a theme evident in several following chapters. The context set by the foreword is then expressed in 13 chapters divided into 3 subcategories: life history and socioecology, development and evolution of primate brains.
These papers, contributed by 30 scientists both established and upcoming, are superbly edited in both order of appearance and content. The book is presented in such a manner that minimal, non-redundant introductory information is covered by each author. If an area is reviewed in a complementary chapter, the reader is referred to it, allowing a reader to choose the chapters of prime interest, without the chapter suffering from lack of background information.
The salient point linking all chapters is the relationship between primate life history and social and ecological variables. Several authors review in detail hypotheses that have been put forth to explain variation in prenatal and postnatal development, life history rates and the span of both juvenile and adult periods, as well as the relation of these variables to brain size. These traits are discussed in relation to social organisation, diet, predation, seasonality of environment and the importance of differently aged social partners. Careful data analysis is an important feature of this volume. The importance of phylogeny is incorporated through criticisms of past work on the topic as well as with additional analyses of new data, through use of comparative analysis by independent contrasts, principal components analysis and multiple regressions of species values. Advanced models are put forward to understand life history data from the point of view of long-term studies, as well as in the light of predation. For example, the paper by Godfrey et al. provides elegant use of methods to understand dental development in primates, particularly as it relates to diet. The relevance of primate life histories is also applied to the understanding of human evolution by Hawkes et al. in a chapter extending ideas regarding the importance of menopause in human evolution.
A thoughtful aspect of this volume is the constructive critique by authors of their own works (and those of others) revising previous hypotheses in light of new data and methodology. This honest self-critical approach is applied even to the volume itself in the culminating chapter by R.I.M. Dunbar who points out that ecology without question plays some part in driving life history evolution, whereas other contributions in the volume sought to test its overall importance. The real question is how much of a role does it play?
The book is supplemented by a comprehensive life history database. In compiling this database, the authors have adopted an extreme splitter's taxonomic view. This splitting does not cause problems per se, as individuals wishing to examine data at broader levels can collapse these data into fewer species. The problem is, in numerous cases, particularly as regards the nocturnal strepsirrhines and the callitrichids, data are derived from studies of species that have been split, but then are ascribed to inappropriate taxa. As this database will doubtlessly be used in future studies, the data should be used with caution, and regardless of its convenience, the importance of examining the primary literature is advisable.
Overall, this book provides an excellent and current account of issues regarding variability of primate life histories. It will prove especially valuable in the inspiration of longterm research projects, as many testable questions are posed, each of which has the potential to generate years of research.
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